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Francesca Halliday gulped her complimentary champagne down in one go and then picked up a second glass from the black, glossy bar, trying to ignore the server’s raised eyebrow as he towel-dried a glass. Her nervous stomach churned and fizzed with the bubbles, made worse when she glanced outside and saw the jet waiting. Though she spent half her life on planes, she hated flying. If she’d known that owning her own high-end fashion label would come with so much travelling, she might have ventured into another field.

But then she wouldn’t be able to drink champagne at seven a.m., and that wasn’t much of a life, was it? As long as she took a strong dose of Valium, and didn’t crash on a deserted island like the plane in Lost, she’d be fine.

She hoped.

“I’ve never been in a private lounge before,” Francesca’s fresh-faced assistant Zara said, grinning and wrapping a travel pillow around her neck with all the excitement of a newborn puppy.

Francesca had only hired her a couple of months ago, and she wasn’t yet sure if Zara’s bubbly personality was a blessing or a curse. It depended on the day.

“Isn’t it fancy?” Zara asked.

Francesca hummed in response, taking another deep breath and checking her rose-gold Louis Vuitton wristwatch impatiently. Her boarding time was supposed to be seven a.m. It was now eight minutes past. What was the point in shelling out thousands for private jets if their pilots were always late?

The flight attendant, a gangly, dark-haired, bearded man who had introduced himself as Heath, must have noticed her displeasure because he shot her a polite smile from where he loitered beside the gate and said, “I’m sure they won’t be much longer, ma’am.”

“They’re aware I’m on a tight schedule, I suppose?” Her words might have sounded more assertive if they weren’t slurred, but she kept her back straight, lips pursed, to show the intent was there.

“Yes, ma’am.” He smoothed down his blue blazer. “Perhaps you could enjoy the comfortable lounge seats and entertainment centres in the meantime?”

Francesca couldn’t think of anything worse than sitting down — and not just because she’d mistakenly worn tailored black trousers that would crease as soon as she did. She could do nothing but pace, fidget, and drink.

“Zara, must you slurp like that?” she snapped, when the soundtrack of Zara sipping her iced tea through a metal straw broke the suffocating silence. Zara winced apologetically and placed the glass on the coffee table, resorting to flicking through magazines Francesca would never dare touch. There were no Vogue issues. Only the ghastly tabloids that promoted unhealthy weight loss and ran blatantly false stories about celebrities. She cast Zara a sidelong glance, about to point out as much when the sound of squeaking distracted her.

“Sorry!” A flustered woman in a pilot’s uniform ran towards them, the handle to her wheeled satchel clapping against her thigh. Behind her, another followed, hidden by his cap. “We were stuck in traffic. Highway accident.”

“Better late than never.” Francesca sniffed and swallowed the last dregs of her champagne, her nerves returning threefold.

The pilots stopped in front of her and the woman outstretched her hand. “Natalie, ma’am, and this is Tristan. We’ll be your pilots today.”

A ringing echoed in Francesca’s ears as she shook Natalie’s sweaty hand and then turned her attention to the other — Tristan. Her stomach dropped when he adjusted his cap, revealing a too-familiar face beneath.

Tristan Hayes. She hadn’t seen him in nine years. Longer, maybe. It seemed longer. He was all chiselled, high cheekbones and maturity now, his skin more tanned and his eyes somehow bluer. A faint smattering of stubble roughened his jawline, and creases had sunken the corner of his eyes just slightly.

But it was him. The first and last man to ever break her heart.

She took an involuntary step back, and only then did his realisation seem to click. His eyes widened, lips parted, and she tried not to remember the night she’d surprised him with a party for his birthday; he’d made that exact same face. They’d stood in a grungy New York apartment, because she was a British exchange student who couldn’t afford anything nicer. But that had been a different life. That wasn’t her anymore. So why on earth was he here?

Tristan cleared his throat and set down his small suitcase to shake her hand. “Pleasure, Miss Halliday. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

She wondered if she’d imagined it all. Maybe she’d already crashed on a deserted island and was lying in the sand somewhere, hallucinating all of this. He was acting as though he didn’t know her. As though they hadn’t….

She clenched her jaw and narrowed her eyes. If he wanted to play games, pretend he didn’t know her, fine. She shook his hand without daring another glance at him. He wasn’t worth it. Not even if her hands were trembling. “It’s fine.”

He tilted his head, seeming to hesitate before pulling off his cap to reveal the golden waves beneath. He scraped them back roughly, glancing at his co-pilot before giving a firm nod. “All right. Well, let’s get going then.”

Finally, the gate was opened and Heath stepped aside to let Tristan and Natalie through. Francesca watched them disappear down the stairs and onto the tarmac, grabbing another flute of champagne and steadying her ragged breaths. “Jesus fuck,” she mumbled under her breath, wishing now she’d requested something stronger. Vodka, perhaps.

She stumbled to the window just to be sure it was true — that he was here and about to fly her plane. Even from the back, with a rain-spattered window between them, there was no denying it was him. His muscular shoulders rippled through his navy blazer as he climbed the steps onto the plane, much broader now than they used to be, but still the ones Francesca had piggy-backed on when her feet ached after humid days walking around Central Park. The ones she’d clutched when he’d thrust into her against a wall because they couldn’t wait the few seconds it would take to climb into bed. The ones she’d rubbed sunscreen on when they’d already turned pink, burying her hands beneath the straps of his singlet and enjoying the way it made him tense.

Fuck.

This wasn’t supposed to happen. Travelling for work meant she could stay clear of the people she no longer had in her life. That was part of the appeal. Excuses to skip family dinners in Manchester, keeping visits brief at old friends’ weddings and baby showers, never having too many strings attached. It was why they’d broken up — because they could never be grounded, not with his in-flight training and her study-abroad course only lasting a year. It had never been meant to last, but aside from her career, it was the only thing in her life she’d ever wanted to. And that was why she’d had to give him up.

As though he could feel her watching, he turned just before he boarded, looking over his shoulder at her. She whipped around quickly, biting the inside of her cheek and wobbling on her Louboutins.

“Don’t forget to take your Valium,” Zara reminded, still splayed out on the couch but now with a sleeping mask covering her eyes. Francesca wasn’t sure if Zara knew they weren’t on the plane yet.

She was grateful for the reminder nonetheless and rooted through her purse. She’d need more than just the small blue tablets if she was going to survive eight hours on the same flight as her ex-boyfriend.

A moment later, Heath announced they were ready to board. No more hiding. She stepped through the gate with Zara at her heels and hoped the flight would be easier than what she’d just experienced.

Somehow, she doubted it very much.

* * *

Tristan Hayes was usually cool as a cucumber before flying. After being a qualified pilot for eight years, he knew what he was doing, and he knew he did it well. However, he’d never had an ex-girlfriend as his passenger before.

“Francesca Halliday?” he hissed through clenched teeth, as they prepared the plane for departure. The floor beneath his feet hummed, usually a welcome feeling. Not today. “Why the fuck didn’t you say?”

Natalie only shrugged, straightening out her white shirt. “I’d never heard of her before. Should I have? Oh my God, is she a Kardashian?”

He rolled his eyes, slouching against the frame of the cockpit’s threshold. “Kardashian is their last name, Nat. If she was a Kardashian, her name would be Kardashian.”

“But there are those other sisters and step-siblings and whatnot.” She waved him off, straightening from the dashboard. “Who is she, then? Why are you all hot and bothered?”

“I’m not hot and bothered,” he muttered, though when he rubbed the back of his neck, his palm came away slick with sweat. Fuck. “She’s… no one.”

The lie tasted bitter on his tongue. He wished Francesca was no one. His life would be so much easier if she was no one. But she was… fuck, she was his first love. His first heartbreak. He’d known from the first time he’d laid eyes on her that she would be important, all coppery bangs and sardonic smiles as she watched him walk into an NYU lecture on textiles instead of the English literature one his sister was in across the hall. She’d been in the front row, sketching absently. Tristan had sat down next to her and tried to look for Arden without drawing attention to himself. Only Arden hadn’t been there, and the professor had been talking about fabric.

“Uh….” He’d frowned, nudging Fran lightly. She was sketching dress designs in a gridded notebook, biting her lower lip in concentration. He hadn’t been prepared for the moment that came next, when she looked up at him. Piercing green eyes that had torn straight through his skin and burrowed into his chest.

“Hmm?” she’d hummed.

“Oh, Jesus.” He’d forgotten what he was supposed to be saying, forgotten why he was here at all. If it didn’t involve her looking at him, he wasn’t sure he cared. “Uh, this isn’t English Lit, is it?”

She shook her head, her lips pressed together in amusement. “No. That’s across the hall.” He’d realised her accent was British, which only made him melt more.

He’d waited until the lecture finished, ten minutes after his sister’s, and asked her out for coffee. And that was it. Everything had tilted slightly that day.

She was different now. She had the same round, freckled face and the same strawberry-blonde hair, but it wasn’t wavy and untamed anymore. It was straight, tucked into a sleek ponytail. And the clothes she used to wear were all colourful vintage tat from thrift stores, nothing like the monochrome tailored suit he’d seen in the airport. Sipping champagne instead of a Starbucks latte.

He supposed the break-up had been worth it. She’d claimed she didn’t have time for a serious relationship, not when she was focusing on her career and, besides, Tristan was training to be a pilot. They’d never see each other. She’d been right. He hadn’t seen her since the day she’d walked away, rolling her suitcase up the escalators at JFK to go back to Manchester. He hadn’t thought about her for a while, either.

It was hard not to, now.

Natalie poked him in the bicep. “You’re acting weird. Still jet-lagged from the last round-trip?”

He shook his head, rubbing his brow as he checked his watch. She’d be boarding any moment. “I’m fine.”

Natalie rolled her eyes and wandered out of the cockpit, ready to greet their passengers. Tristan followed, fiddling with his cufflinks until the stairs leading up to the plane rattled with footsteps. The other woman boarded first, wrapped in one of Smooth Jet’s complimentary sage-green blankets and travel pillows. Tristan and Natalie smiled politely.

And then Francesca appeared, watching her unsteady feet as she stepped on. Heath hovered warily behind her, miming pouring a drink down his throat to signal she’d been enjoying the complimentary champagne. Great. Tristan wasn’t just flying his ex-girlfriend to London, but his drunk ex-girlfriend. Thank God he’d be hiding in the cockpit soon enough.

Francesca staggered over the cabin’s carpet, and Tristan held his hands out instinctively. Her fingers curled around his wrist, her other hand yanking his tie until the knot rose to his Adam’s apple and he was certain he was going to die of strangulation.

“Oops,” she mumbled, unfocused. “I tripped over something.”

He didn’t point out that there was nothing on the floor to trip over, too busy trying not to let her set him ablaze with her touch. She’d been so icy in the airport — partly his fault, probably, for pretending he didn’t know her — but her demeanour had thawed now thanks to the champagne.

She looked up finally, and he steadied her hips as she straightened before tearing away just as quickly. Her body was still wide, curvy, soft. He wished he hadn’t noticed.

“Oops,” she said again, her eyebrows knitting together beneath her pin-straight bangs. Her hot breath hit his chin, sweet and acrid. With clumsy fingers, she fixed his tie, loosening the knot and straightening it out. His cheeks burned.

“Sorry,” she said, giving his collar a final pat before the other passenger, the younger woman, guided Francesca to her seat.

Tristan clasped his hands behind his back, ignoring Natalie’s confused stare as he disappeared into the cockpit on buckling knees. He couldn’t fly a plane while this distracted, so he tried to wipe it all from his brain.

But that was difficult when the smell of her expensive perfume still lingered on his shirt.
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Francesca wasn’t sure how she’d made it into the air without throwing up. She clutched the armrests as the plane began to taxi towards the runway, pulling the curtain down so she wouldn’t have to see the motion anymore.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Zara asked, getting comfortable in her own seat across the aisle and propping her feet up. “I don’t think you should have had all that champagne before the Valium.”

Francesca tugged her sleeping mask over her eyes. The cabin was spinning and she had seen enough. She hiccupped, swaying with the plane’s movements. Maybe she had drunk a little bit too much, and the Valium-induced drowsiness wasn’t helping, but it was warranted given the circumstances. “I’m fine. I just need a nap. Is my schedule ready for tonight?”

“Yep. The show starts at eight-thirty.”

“Glorious.” The thought of another late night, another crowd of strangers, and more booming music that drowned out Francesca’s delicate design exhausted her, but she’d suck it up as she always did. It wasn’t as though she had anything better to do — unless binge watching Drag Race in an otherwise empty apartment counted.

“Morning, ladies, and… Heath,” a familiar voice echoed over the speaker, just to remind her that she couldn’t escape her ex-boyfriend anytime soon. As if falling into him hadn’t been bad enough. “This is your pilot speaking. Welcome aboard Smooth Jet Flight 218 from New York to London. We’re expected to be in the air within five minutes tops. Please make sure to keep your seatbelt fastened at all times and secure all baggage in the overhead compartments. The time of departure is 7:43 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time and we are anticipating an arrival time of 7:15, British Summer Time. Apologies again for the delay, and enjoy your flight.”

Francesca huffed. She barely would’ve had time to get ready before the fashion show tonight anyway and Tristan’s tardiness hadn’t helped.

She didn’t want to hear his voice anymore, either. It was too throaty, too his, and it just served as a reminder of their past. The first time he’d told her he loved her, when she hadn’t been able to say it back. The last….

She sank into her chair, the seat belt tight around her midsection, and tuned it all out, focusing on the dreary hum of the engine as the morning sun flashed through the curtains.

She just had to get through this flight. That was all. She could do that, couldn’t she?

* * *

She couldn’t, apparently. When they had only twenty minutes left until landing, the plane began to judder as though it was in a giant cocktail shaker. Francesca’s stomach swooped, her nails biting into the leather armrest. She still wore her sleeping mask and didn’t dare take it off — but she had no choice when a tinkling alarm sounded.

Tristan’s voice, rough as the turbulence, began a moment later: “Apologies for the turbulence, folks. We’re headed into a pretty bad storm over Scotland. Please fasten your seatbelts as we pass through and prepare for landing.”

She imagined him in the cockpit, headphones covering his ears and his lips brushing against the mic. Was he as steady and confident as he sounded, or were they about to die?

Sucking in a deep breath, she pushed her sleeping mask onto her forehead, brushing her fringe back with it — and then screeching and drawing it back down when she saw the black, rolling clouds and pelting rain through Zara’s window. “Zara! Close your curtain, please!”

“But I love storms!” Zara argued.

“I love being blissfully ignorant to my impending doom!” Francesca snapped.

“Please, ma’am,” Heath, who had been supplying her with enough water to sink a ship for the last six hours, interrupted, “if you could please fasten your seatbelt. I’m sure everything is fine. Just a bit of bad weather.”

She clenched her teeth and peeked under her mask again, keeping her head twisted to her side of the cabin so she wouldn’t get another glimpse of the storm as she clipped her seatbelt into place. Her fingers trembled, her lungs tightening, and she wondered if this was really the way she would go. In her ex-boyfriend’s plane. A little bit drunk and a little bit on the verge of vomiting, or at least wetting herself from all the liquids she’d consumed.

“How often does this happen, Heath?” she asked in an attempt to gain some reassurance.

“Uh….” Heath was sitting down, too, in front of the attendants’ galley. “Fairly often.”

He didn’t sound too sure, not when the plane seemed to tilt. “Oh, God. I’m going to die. I always knew I’d die on a plane.”

A rumble of what she hoped was thunder and not a faulty engine rent through the air, the plane tumbling and stuttering again. Her nails dug so tightly into the armrest that her manicure began to chip. A flash of lightning followed, painting the cabin white… and after that, darkness.

The lights had flickered out.

“Isn’t this the part where the oxygen masks fly out somewhere?” Francesca rasped, desperately fiddling with the compartment above her head.

“If they find my body after the crash, will they look at my underwear?” Zara added, eyes so wide that the whites were the only thing Francesca could see. “I’m wearing my Spongebob Squarepants ones. They have holes in them. What if a fit doctor pulls me out of the wreckage and sees them? Oh, God, what if they bury me in them?”

Francesca realised she hadn’t chosen the right underwear to die in, either, though she would never own anything as ghastly as novelty knickers. Still, if she had known, she would have picked out something with black lace. She squeezed her eyes shut, her sleeping mask slipping down to her eyebrows. “Shit. Fuck. I’m going to piss myself. Or worse.”

“All right, guys. Unfortunately, it’s unsafe to continue in this storm,” Tristan’s voice soothed Francesca for the first time that day, and she clung to every syllable. “We’re going to have to make an emergency landing in Scotland. Please keep your seatbelts fastened until further notice, and we apologise for the inconvenience.”

“What?” Francesca’s eyes snapped open, dread rattling through her. “No. We can’t land in Scotland!”

“Don’t worry, ma’am.” Heath had turned a sickly shade of white. “I’m sure you’ll be able to find another mode of—”

The plane dropped, and Francesca’s organs with it. Her jaw ached from clenching so hard, her breath escaping in shallow pants. Another deafening clap of thunder reverberated through the plane. It felt as though they were inside of it, trapped in a storm cloud that was carrying them to their deaths.

“We’re beginning our descent,” announced Tristan, as though they hadn’t been falling out of the sky for the last ten minutes.

They began hurtling, the world tilting, and Francesca whispered silent reassurances to herself. It was all she could do. It was the loneliest moment of her life. She had nobody to cling to, no goodbyes to say; not really. Her end would be in a private jet with the man who hadn’t fought for her, a woman she had to pay to have around, and a pilot and flight attendant she didn’t know.

She wanted more for herself, she realised, tears slipping onto her cheeks. She wanted somebody who would hold her hand, somebody who would feel her absence like a missing limb, somebody she could confide in. But she’d made sure she would never have that. She’d dated when she was bored and ended it the next day. No strings. She didn’t have time for them. Didn’t have space for them in her hectic life.

“Two minutes until landing,” Tristan said.

The plane shuddered, and Francesca rested her head back, ready to feel solid ground. She did, with an almighty slam that finally sent the oxygen masks dangling overhead. She let out a whimper, opening one eye and then the other when she saw Zara and Heath grinning with relief.

They’d made it.

The tannoy murmured again, but Tristan’s voice was crackly and unintelligible as they rolled to a stop. Finally, Francesca worked up the nerve to open her curtain — and blanched. There was nothing but grey fog and rain, and beyond that, hills. Endless amounts of hills.

She’d expected a city. Edinburgh. Glasgow. Not the middle of nowhere. She unbuckled her seatbelt and craned her neck to find the airport. It was little more than a few buildings cloistered in front of barbed wire.

The door to the cockpit swung open, and a pallid Tristan emerged, Natalie following his lead. He scrubbed at his chin. “Is everyone okay?”

Heath nodded and Zara answered, “I think so.”

Francesca only glared. “I very well might have shat myself, actually. Where are we?”

“A Scottish airbase in the Highlands. I’m sorry about the landing, but I had no choice. We were right in the middle of the storm, and it wasn’t forecast to be this bad.”

“No.” She shook her head, standing up on wobbly legs. “No, we can’t be in Scotland, Tristan. I’m supposed to be in London in—” She checked her watch, but it was still on New York time.

“Two hours,” Zara whispered.

“Two hours!” Francesca repeated. “I have a fashion show at eight-thirty tonight. My fashion show. I can’t miss it.”

“Oh! Oh, I see! Let me just inform the storm, then.” Tristan tilted his head as though deliberating, then marched to the exit door and flung it open aggressively. Howling wind and rain blew in, sending his tie fluttering and his shirt rippling. He poked his head out and yelled, “Sorry, storm, can you kindly fuck off? Miss Halliday has a fashion show that she simply can’t miss!”

Anger surged through her, made worse when Natalie and Heath winced. Zara merely stuffed the complimentary dry roasted peanuts in her mouth as though she was enjoying the show.

“Tristan!” Natalie scolded, pulling him back in by his belt loop.

He glanced at her, bristling. Rain already dripped from the tuft of his blonde hair and onto his forehead, his nose, his lips. “Nope. Storm’s not going anywhere. Imagine that.”

Francesca crossed her arms, stony and tense. “You’re a bit of a prick these days.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You want to fly the plane? Be my guest. Those who care more about their lives than a fashion show can wait here while I try and work out what happens next. Natalie.” He led his co-pilot out, slamming the door shut behind them and leaving Francesca’s ears to ring in the silence.

Her upper lip curled in contempt as she took her seat again, watching the two figures drown in the downpour. They disappeared into one of the buildings and Francesca could only tap her nails impatiently, ignoring Heath’s and Zara’s stares.

“I think maybe he’s upset about something,” Zara said finally.

No fucking shit, Francesca almost replied. Almost. She bit it back; she’d save her barbed insults for the pilot in question.
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